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Abstract	
Martin	Luther	began	his	career	as	a	theologian	in	a	convent	for	Augustinian	Hermits	in	Erfurt.	
His	earliest	writings	contain	marginal	notes	on	Augustine’s	works.	Luther	was	not	only	
interested	in	Augustine	as	an	Augustinian	Hermit.	Instead	of	basing	his	theological	thinking	
on	the	usual	authorities,	such	as	the	standard	theologian	of	the	order,	Giles	of	Rome,	Luther	
called	for	a	return	to	the	theological	purity	of	earlier	writers,	such	as	Peter	Lombard	and	
especially	Augustine.	This	approach	may	be	seen	as	a	humanist	return	to	the	sources.	Despite	
this	programmatic	remark,	Luther	seems	to	have	retained	much	of	the	late	medieval	
theological	tradition.	Curiously	enough,	the	authorities	he	cites	are	not	writers	of	his	own	
order,	but	those	of	the	via	moderna,	followed	by	secular	theologians	in	his	home	university.	
	
This	paper	will	investigate,	with	the	help	of	a	few	examples,	whether	we	can	find	
characteristics	of	Luther’s	different	intellectual	contexts	in	his	early	reading	of	Augustine	and	
how	these	characteristics	fit	in	the	overall	picture	of	his	theology	during	this	early	phase.	
	
	
Introduction	
	
Western	theology	seems	to	be	replete	with	marginal	notes	on	Augustine.	Whether	or	not	this	
is	true	in	general,	it	certainly	applies	literally	to	Martin	Luther’s	earliest	writings.	The	earliest	
surviving	witnesses	of	Luther’s	theological	thinking	date	from	the	time	when	he	was	an	
Augustinian	Hermit	in	Erfurt,	and	they	consist	of	glosses	to	different	theological	texts,	many	of	
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them	from	Augustine.1	
	
Luther	is	well	known	for	his	important	position	between	the	Middle	Ages	and	the	Age	of	
Reformation.	In	terms	of	intellectual	history	in	general,	the	Lutheran	Reformers	formed	one	
important	part	of	the	Renaissance	humanists’	criticism	of	medieval	intellectual	culture.	Luther	
had	been	strongly	influenced	by	the	Erfurt	humanist	circle	since	the	beginning	of	his	studies	
in	the	university.2	However,	at	the	time	these	comments	were	produced,	he	also	had	to	prove	
to	his	scholastic	teachers	that	he	was	competent	in	the	traditional	lectures	of	the	Sentences	of	
Peter	Lombard.	This	lecturing	formed	the	major	part	of	the	studies	for	the	theological	degree	
of	Bachelor	of	Sentences.3	
	
However,	Luther’s	interest	in	the	Augustinian	corpus	seems	not	to	have	risen	out	of	his	duty	
to	lecture	the	Sentences.	Already	before	beginning	the	lectures,	Luther	had	begun	reading	
Augustine’s	works	and	writing	glosses	on	them,	which	have	survived	to	our	times	in	the	
copies	he	used.	Nevertheless,	after	beginning	the	lectures	on	Lombard’s	Sentences,	Luther’s	
work	with	Augustine	intensified.	We	cannot	say	for	sure	whether	Luther	read	Augustine’s	
works	only	for	himself	or	whether	he	lectured	on	them	to	the	students	as	he	did	with	the	
Sentences.	In	any	case,	the	number	of	glosses	shows	that	he	systematically	went	through	
individual	works	of	Augustine,	which	would	suggest	public	lecturing.	
	
The	dating	of	the	glosses	has	been	recently	established	by	Jun	Matsuura,	who	has	published	a	
completely	revised	edition	of	Luther's	early	marginal	glosses	with	an	extensive	introduction.	
According	to	Matsuura,	some	of	Luther’s	comments	on,	for	example,	Confessions	and	De	
doctrina	Christiana,	date	from	the	time	before	the	Sentences	lectures,	whose	dating	we	know	
from	other	sources.	Parallel	with	the	lectures	on	the	first	book	of	the	Sentences,	Luther	
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commented	on	Augustine’s	De	Trinitate	and	perhaps	the	Enchiridion.	Together	with	the	
second	book	of	the	Sentences,	Luther	continued	commenting	on	the	Enchidirion	and	some	
other	minor	works,	and	again	on	Confessions	and	De	doctrina	Christiana,	adding	to	them	De	
civitate	Dei.4			
	
It	seems	that	Luther	read	Lombard	following	the	humanist	principle	of	‘back	to	the	sources’	
(ad	fontes).	After	trying	to	figure	out	the	true	meaning	of	Lombard’s	own	text	and	leaving	
aside	much	of	the	later	medieval	commentary	tradition,	he	plunged	into	the	sources	upon	
which	Lombard	had	built	his	theology.	The	first	and	foremost	of	these	was	Augustine.	
	
Luther	drafted	his	method	of	proceeding	in	a	comment	written	on	the	inside	of	the	front	cover	
of	his	copy	of	Lombard’s	Sentences.	There	he	praised	both	Lombard	and	Augustine	in	the	
following	words:		
	
Although	I	have	held	that	the	spoils	of	philosophy	are	not	to	be	utterly	rejected	
insofar	as	they	are	suitable	to	the	sacred	matters	of	theology,	nevertheless	the	
prudent	restraint	and	unsullied	purity	of	the	Master	of	the	Sentences	seem	
extremely	proper,	in	that	in	every	respect	he	so	relies	upon	the	lights	of	the	
Church,	and	especially	upon	Augustine	(the	brightest	light,	whose	praise	is	never	
sufficient),	that	he	seems	to	hold	in	suspicion,	as	it	were,	whatever	is	anxiously	
explored	but	not	yet	known	by	the	philosophers.5	
	
Of	course,	Luther	also	had	one	advantage	over	his	15th	century	predecessors:	the	newly	
printed	editions	of	Augustine’s	works.	In	1505-6	in	Basle,	Veit	Amerbach	had	published	the	
first	complete	edition	of	Augustine’s	works,	which	seems	to	have	been	available	in	the	
	 4	
bookshelves	of	the	Erfurt	Augustinians.	Luther	did	not	yet	use	this	edition	as	the	base	text	of	
his	lectures,	but	used	other	editions,	including	Amerbach’s	earlier	editions	of	De	Trinitate	and	
De	civitate	Dei.	However,	in	the	case	of	texts	that	were	not	available	in	earlier	printed	editions,	
Luther	used	Amerbach’s	complete	edition.6	Like	several	humanists	before	him,	Luther	also	
provided	emendations	to	the	texts	he	used	based	on	other	printed	editions	and	possibly	also	
available	manuscripts.	Also	here,	Amerbach’s	complete	edition	was	to	him	a	great	help.7		
	
However,	despite	his	humanist	aspirations,	Luther	was	still	bound	to	his	late	medieval	
background	in	several	ways.	Since	Luther	is	known	as	a	major	critic	of	medieval	theology,	in	
the	following	I	will	focus	on	Luther’s	critical	remarks	and	through	them	evaluate	how	far	he	
advanced	from	the	late	medieval	reading	of	Augustine	at	this	phase	of	his	career.	
	
	
Luther,	Augustine	and	the	Criticism	of	Ancient	Philosophers	
	
Luther	is	especially	fond	of	those	passages	in	which	Augustine	rebukes	the	ignorance	of	the	
philosophers.	In	some	of	these	cases,	Luther	seems	to	apply	Augustine’s	words	to	ancient	
philosophers	or	his	own	contemporaries,	but	due	to	the	lack	of	explicit	references	and	the	
vagueness	of	the	content,	the	targets	are	hard	to	identify.	These	cases	may	be	taken	more	as	
kind	of	rhetorical	strengthening	of	cases	where	Luther	offers	more	substantial	criticism	based	
on	Augustine’s	views.8	
	
In	some	cases	Luther	uses	Augustine	to	argue	against	certain	views	of	Aristotle.	Criticism	of	
the	use	of	Aristotle	in	theology	was	to	become	a	major	topic	in	Luther’s	later	reformatory	
theology,	and	it	is	interesting	that	in	these	early	texts	Luther	made	use	of	Augustine	in	
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supporting	the	criticism.	Accordingly,	Luther	inserts	glosses	such	as	‘Aristotle	does	not	notice	
this’9	or	‘against	Aristotle’.10	In	commenting	on	Augustine’s	discussion	of	happiness	in	De	
Trinitate	XIII,	Luther	calls	Aristotle	a	‘story-teller’	(fabulator)	because	the	Philosopher	
considers	happiness	as	the	fulfilment	of	one’s	own	virtue,	in	contrast	to	Augustine.11	In	the	
comments	on	the	same	issue	in	De	civitate	Dei	XIX,	Luther	also	wonders	how	his	
contemporaries	do	not	notice	the	discrepancy	between	Aristotle’s	view	and	the	Christian	faith	
as	Augustine	did.12	
	
Luther	had	to	do	some	work	in	identifying	the	positions	Augustine	rejects	as	Aristotelian,	but	
in	the	case	of	the	Stoics,	he	was	able	to	rely	more	on	Augustine’s	explicit	references.	Above	all,	
Luther	adopts	Augustine’s	rejection	of	the	Stoic	ideal	of	apatheia.13	Among	the	late	medieval	
theologians,	this	was	not	particularly	original.14	However,	in	the	midst	of	the	growing	
influence	of	ancient	Stoicism	during	the	16th	century,	it	may	be	noted	that	Luther	very	
consciously	preserved	this	part	of	Augustine’s	legacy,	and	it	was	carried	on	by	his	colleague	
Philipp	Melanchthon	even	to	the	latter	part	of	the	century.15	
	
Luther,	Augustine	and	the	Criticism	of	Scotus	
	
Luther	used	a	similar	strategy	regarding	the	medieval	authors,	especially	for	John	Duns	
Scotus.		
For	example,	when	reading	Augustine’s	De	Trinitate	I.8,	Luther	finds	support	for	the	rejection	
of	the	Scotist	doctrine	of	the	possibility	of	the	enjoyment	of	one	Trinitarian	person	without	
the	others,	in	the	following	words	of	Augustine:	‘Whether,	therefore,	we	hear,	show	us	the	
Son;	or	whether	we	hear,	Show	us	the	Father;	it	is	just	as	much	right,	since	neither	can	be	
manifested	without	the	other.’16	Luther	is	here	far	from	being	original:	the	same	passage	was	
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quoted	by	Ockham	and	Peter	of	Ailly	against	Scotus.	Luther	even	lacks	the	next	necessary	
logical	step,	which	was	explicated	by	Ockham,	from	the	assertion	that	‘Father	cannot	be	
manifested	without	the	Son’	to	the	assertion	that	‘Father	cannot	be	thought	of	(intelligere)	
without	the	Son’.17	Luther	simply	states	that	the	passage	is	‘against	Scotus’.18	
	
Therefore,	this	case	stays	inside	the	boundaries	of	the	late	medieval	school	of	via	moderna.	
Luther’s	silence	concerning	the	specific	argumentation	found	in	his	predecessors	gives	the	
impression	of	some	dependence	on	their	views.	However,	in	favour	of	Luther,	one	must	note	
that	in	his	comments	on	Lombard’s	Sentences,	Luther	does	indeed	develop	his	argumentation	
against	Scotus	somewhat	independently.19	The	comments	on	the	Sentences	also	reveal	a	
generally	more	robust	use	of	the	technical	terminology	of	late	medieval	Trinitarian	theology,	
which	owes	much	to	standard	authorities	of	the	via	moderna,	above	all	to	Peter	of	Ailly.20		
	
Criticism	of	Augustine?	
	
We	have	seen	that	Luther	used	Augustine	in	his	attacks	on	several	kinds	of	writers,	both	
philosophers	and	theologians.	What	about	Augustine	himself?	Did	Luther	see	the	Church	
Father	as	some	kind	of	infallible	norm	of	orthodoxy?	Far	from	it.	Luther	did	indeed	raise	a	
critical	tone	also	against	Augustine,	although	with	uttermost	constraint	and	caution.	The	
clearest	case	of	Luther’s	most	moderate	criticism	of	Augustine	is	found	in	the	discussions	
concerning	divine	persons	and	their	attributes.	
	
In	De	Trinitate	6	and	7,	Augustine	explicitly	rejects	an	earlier	Latin	pro-Nicene	reading	of	1.	
Cor.	1:24,	which	states	that	the	divine	Father	is	wise	through	the	divine	Son.	Augustine’s	point	
seems	to	have	been	that	the	Nicene	formulas	‘God	of	God’	and	‘Light	of	Light’	imply	that	the	
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Father	shares	all	the	divine	attributes	through	his	own	divine	essence	and	not	through	the	
Son,	since	it	is	the	Father	who	communicates	these	attributes	to	the	Son.21	Luther	particularly	
strongly	disliked	the	idea	of	refuting	the	formulation	‘Father	is	wise	through	the	Son’.	He	
suggested	that	the	better	solution	would	be	to	make	a	distinction	between	the	different	uses	
of	the	term	‘wise’.	Used	as	an	absolute	term,	the	Father	would	be	called	wise	through	the	
unborn	wisdom,	which	is	the	divine	essence.	Used	as	a	relational	term,	the	Father	would	be	
called	wise	through	the	born	wisdom,	who	is	the	divine	Son.22	
	
The	clearest	statement	on	the	issue	is	not	found	in	Luther’s	comments	on	Augustine,	but	in	his	
comments	on	Lombard’s	Sentences.	Even	there	he	does	not	want	to	openly	contradict	
Augustine,	but	begins	with	a	reservation:	‘If	Augustine	would	not	say	the	contrary,	I	would	
say...’	and	then	proceeds	to	state	that	‘Father	is	not	wise	through	himself,	but	through	the	Son	
who	is	his	wisdom’.	Luther’s	argument	is	that	the	term	‘Father’	is	a	relational	term:	you	
cannot	name	the	first	person	of	the	divinity	as	Father	without	an	allusion	to	a	Son.	Therefore	
it	is	unnecessary	to	posit	wisdom	as	an	attribute	of	the	Father	apart	from	his	being	in	unity	
with	the	Son.	Consequently,	whenever	the	Father	is	mentioned,	he	can	be	said	to	be	wise	
through	the	Son,	who	is	his	wisdom.	Interestingly,	Luther	refers	favourably	to	a	text	by	
Ambrose	quoted	by	Lombard	with	the	same	distinction,	which	states	that	‘you	cannot	name	or	
say	“Father”	without	at	the	same	time	naming	the	Son	also’.	So	Luther	seems	to	prefer	the	
earlier	pro-Nicene	reading	over	Augustine	in	this	particular	case,	although	he	refrains	from	
claiming	it	as	true.23	
	
Conclusion	
	
In	these	early	glosses,	the	young	reformer	appears	as	an	eager	reader	of	Augustine,	but	as	
	 8	
such	is	still	bound	in	many	ways	to	his	immediate	intellectual	context	in	late	medieval	
theology.	He	tries	to	find	a	solid	foundation	for	his	theology	in	Augustine's	writings,	but	uses	
inherited	forms	of	discussion	and	does	not	wish	to	openly	contradict	the	Church	Father	or	his	
own	scholastic	heritage.	To	sum	up,	Luther’s	intention	was	to	be	genuinely	Augustinian,	a	
humanist	and	a	theologian	of	the	via	moderna	all	at	the	same	time.
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